Climate Change, Latin America and the media – 7 November 2008
By James Painter*

I have been told that the success of these lectures depends not on any academic rigour, but rather on the right combination of insight, provocation and wit.  I hope I will offer traceable amounts of insight and provocation, but I warn you now, there is not going to be much wit. As Gordon Brown said in his keynote address at the recent Labour Party conference, ‘If people say I am too serious, quite honestly there is a lot to be serious about’. 

In this autumn of 2008, it seems almost criminal not to talk about the global financial crisis, world recession, the failure of the Doha trade round - and how any or all of these will affect the 200 million ECLAC estimates are poor in Latin America.  But in just over a year from now, in December 2009 in Denmark, the world will face what is arguably its toughest challenge ever: to agree on the fundamentals of a climate treaty to succeed the Kyoto Protocol.

I should stress from the outset I am not an expert on climate change.  Indeed, like many of you here I suspect, I am out of my comfort zone when untangling where there is sufficient scientific consensus and where there is not. But in the last 18 months I have been lucky enough to travel to parts of the world on the front line of the impact of global warming. These have included Indonesia, Greenland, Vietnam where sea level rises threaten catastrophic economic effects, and Bolivia and Peru where the melting glaciers raise very serious concerns over future freshwater supplies in the dry season. 
What I intend to do tonight is to look at how the Latin American media are covering what is the greatest threat to the region’s social and economic development this century.   Coverage of climate change, particularly in the print media, is undoubtedly increasing both in Latin America and in most parts of the world.  But I do not think that the quantity and quality of the reporting is commensurate with the scale of the problem. However, before you dismiss me as ‘Otro gringo hablando mal de America Latina’, I should stress that this is not a particularly Latin American problem – there are plenty of shortcomings here in the UK and dare I say it, even in the BBC. 
I will argue that there are two fundamental types of obstacles to more and better reporting. The first is linked to the nature of Latin American media, and particularly television. As in so many parts of the world, the imperative of ‘infotainment’ is placing serious journalism at a premium. 

The second series of factors is the general difficulty facing any journalist reporting climate change: the challenge of uncertainty and complexity when most editors like facts and simplicity; making the information relevant to your audience; persuading editors that this is more important than stories which feature a picture of Britney Spears; and finding the time, the resources or the pictures to report the story properly. 
But first, I want to start with a brief reminder of just how important this story is: 
Part 1 – Impacts: 
This is a short video clip taken from two reports by my colleague David Shukman, the BBC environment correspondent.  The first part is taken in 2006 at the town of Ilulissat in Greenland which I also visited last year, and the second is part of his report from the Arctic Circle in September this year. (show clip) 
The point of this clip is not to claim that sea level rises – only in part caused by land ice melt - are about to inundate low-lying parts of Latin America. There is a real threat at some point, but there is little scientific consensus as to when sea level rises will really begin to bite, and by how much. No, the lesson of this video is rather that in some parts of the world global warming is already happening much faster than predicted. 
Just a few years ago, scientists were forecasting that Arctic waters would be ice-free in summers by about 2080. Then computer models started projecting earlier dates, around 2030 to 2050. In 2007, Arctic sea ice shrank to the smallest extent ever recorded.  This year there was slightly less melt, but still the second lowest recorded.  One respected research group is now predicting ice-free summers by 2013.

Another area where change is happening much faster than predicted is the melting ice of the subtropical Andean Glaciers. It is of course one of the most visible pieces of evidence of global warming in Latin America. 
To give just one example (slide): this is Chacaltaya, a small, relatively low lying glacier about an hour from La Paz in Bolivia. The slide shows the glacier’s area shrinking from 1940 to the predicted area of ice from 2015. Those with sharp eyes can see on the left a ski hut to service what was once the highest ski run in the world. It is still there but there is no skiing. 

(slide) When we lived in Bolivia at the end of the 1980s, we used to go up there and watch the high altitude skiers – slightly mad in my view – collapse exhausted after going down this glacial slope. 

I spoke a few days ago to Edson Ramirez, the leading Bolivian glaciologist, who confirmed that there are now just two small areas of ice left on the glacier.(slide) Edson says it could well disappear completely next year – the point is that this is much earlier than he had thought. 
Despite press reports to the contrary, El Alto and La Paz do not get their water from Chacaltaya but from a range of glaciers, about an hour further up the Cordillera Real called Tuni Condiriri.(slide) These glaciers have lost about half of their surface area in the last 50 years, and could disappear in the next 30 years or even sooner. It should be stressed we do not know what percentage of water comes from glacial melt, and what percentage from precipitation.  The best bet is around 30 per cent. Whatever the exact figure, global warming will add another element of water stress. According to calculations by Edson Ramirez, increased demand for water from new arrivals in El Alto will very soon outstrip the supply, which will be particularly under threat in the dry season due to glacial melt.
It is not just La Paz, Lima and Quito under stress.  Last weekend, the Chilean water authorities in Santiago were quoted as saying that the Echaurren glacier which provides up to 70 per cent of the capital’s water could disappear in the next 50 years. 

(slide) As some of you may know, the Andean Community of Nations released a report in May this year which spoke not just of glacial melt, but of the potential economic damage to the region by 2025 as a result of every aspect of climate change, and particularly the increases in the intensity and frequency of disasters. The report suggested losses worth 4.5 per cent of GDP - that’s the equivalent roughly of what these countries spend each year on health.

And what about the Amazon? There are two great processes of change going on, land use changes (deforestation) and global climate change, and it is the interaction between them which poses a particular threat. We know that after 10,000 years of relatively stable temperatures, global warming has caused the Amazon region to increase in temperature by about a quarter of a degree C per decade since 1975.  We also know that it is affecting regional rainfall: the unexpected drought of 2005 in Western Amazonia (slide) was almost certainly linked not to El Niño weather patterns but to warmer surface sea temperatures in the tropical Atlantic Ocean. In Eastern Amazonia, we can be relatively confident of a decrease in precipitation in the years to come. 
At the same time, deforestation is having an effect on local and global climate change – it is responsible for about 18 per cent of Greenhouse Gas (GHG) emissions worldwide, adding to global warming. This is what a team of Brazilian and international scientists suggest will take place between now and 2050 if the current business as usual scenario continues.(slide)  Under this scenario, roughly half the Amazon will be deforested. Many scientists fear a vicious circle – lower rainfall making forest more susceptible to fires and deforestation, which in turn provokes less rainfall. But as the authors argue, under a high governance scenario, the deforestation rate can be contained and managed. 

So to summarise, there is plenty of evidence to suggest that by some key performance indicators - the rate of warming, the rate of melt in some parts of the world and the rise in GHG accumulation - real-world changes are at the upper bound or beyond the worst-case scenario presented by the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (the IPCC) last year. For example, one authoritative report quoted last week in the Guardian suggests that since 2000 the world’s CO2 emissions have been expanding at 3 per cent a year - half a per cent more than the worst case used in the IPCC emission scenarios. This slide shows the actual emissions of CO2 as against the IPCC projections. 
The current level of CO2 is about 380 ppm, up from 280 ppm at the start of industrial revolution, and rising by 2 ppm a year. The science is imprecise but a 450 ppm goal is probably needed to limit average world temperature rises to 2C above pre-industrial levels – a target most scientists say we should aim to keep below. This slide depicts one recent representation of the increased dangers if we don’t.  In this scenario, the risk of water shortages shoots up once you pass the 2-degree mark.
I hope I am not being too alarmist in saying we are faced with a planetary emergency, and not just another oil spill to be confined to specialist pages or TV programmes on ecology.  This is an issue – and a ‘story’ – that affects development and poverty alleviation, it affects security, and it affects social justice.  It is, in my view, an issue that has to be at the centre of governments’ strategic thinking and editors’ priorities.
Part 2 – media coverage
So, how are the Latin American media rising to the challenge of reporting this story? Unlike in industrialised countries where content analysis of climate change is becoming a boom area for academics, few in-depth studies have been carried out in the region.  Those that there are tend to focus on the print media, which of course have a major impact on elites and the political agenda, but do not reach a mass audience.  For example, Folha de Sao Paulo is estimated to reach 300,000 Brazilians, whereas the main evening news programme of TV Globo is watched by more than 30 million. 
One of the few – and most recent - studies to be carried out was by the Konrad Adenauer Institute in Buenos Aires in April this year.  After examining the two most read newspapers in seven Latin American countries, the study concluded that of 4,000 articles examined in detail over a period of a month from January to February this year, only about 10 to 20 of them mentioned the theme of climate change.  It very seldom appeared as a headline, and when it was covered, it was often framed as an international problem with little mention of the local consequences. 
This slide depicts the wider picture of the volume of stories published about climate change: as you can see, only two of the fourteen newspapers studied reached one per cent of the total volume of coverage – La Jornada of Mexico and Los Tiempos of Bolivia.  

This next slide is more significant – it depicts how the issue was seen as an international problem without giving details of how it might affect local people or economies. More than 70 per cent of the articles portrayed it as an international issue.  It is interesting that more than 90 per cent of the articles in the Venezuelan press depicted it this way – perhaps reflecting the position of the country’s government, whilst the Peruvian media were the best at picking up on the local consequences – perhaps because Peru will arguably be the worst hit by climate change in Latin America. 
Peru is indeed an interesting case study. The editor of the magazine Caretas in Peru, Enrique Zileri, told me last week that before the summit last May between the EU and Latin America, there was virtually nothing on climate change in the Peruvian media.  One of the summit’s main themes was global warming, and since then there has been more coverage - even on television.  Crews have been dispatched up the Andes to film the alarmingly rapid melting of the glaciers.  The Lima media are apparently taking more seriously the very severe threat to water supplies and hydroelectric power in the future. The great advantage for journalists in Peru, of course, is that you can actually report on the visible results of global warming. 
What about Brazil? A survey carried out there by ANDI (news agency for Children’s Rights) and the British embassy in Brasilia, published earlier this year, analysed 50 newspapers from July 2005 to June 2007.  Unsurprisingly perhaps, from late 2006 to mid 2007, coverage particularly in the national papers and economic press rose sharply to nearly six per cent of all texts surveyed.  This was the period of the Stern Review, the IPCC reports, the film ‘Inconvenient Truth’ and weather extremes in Brazil. 
However, the report also showed the following: (slide)
· About 50% of the reports dealt with the international scenario alone

· The media paid much more attention to the mitigation agenda (i.e. reducing emissions) (42%) than adaptation (3%)

· Only 13% mentioned the impact on people, and only 2% the impact on low-income groups

· Less than 15% related the climate change debate to the broader development agenda.
This is beginning to feel like an academic presentation – a cardinal sin - but I do want to mention one other study by a Mexican MSC student at the ECI in Oxford University, Caridad Canales. Her research showed a very significant increase in coverage in Reforma and El Universal in 2005 as a result of the intense hurricane season, and in 2007 as a result of the events mentioned above.(slide)  The two newspapers amply discussed the likelihood of a link between the intensity – but not necessarily the frequency – of hurricanes and global warming. 
So it is probably safe to say that the trend is of more and better quality print coverage in Brazil, Peru and Mexico. The spikes in coverage are often closely connected to international reports, UN events and weather extremes. But as I mentioned, the shortcomings of many studies is that they do not include television. Despite the rapid advance of new media, it is still the case that television and radio remain the dominant ways in which most Latin Americans get their news, particularly for age groups above 35. (slide) TV household penetration is above 90 per cent, and has reached virtual saturation point in some countries. Radio receivers are equally if not more prevalent. Figures for Pay TV usage, Internet users and newspaper circulation are notoriously hard to pin down and vary greatly from country to country, but probably the best overall estimates are that around 30% of Latin Americans have Pay TV, 24 % are Internet users, and only 7% read newspapers. 
It is also interesting to note that national television in Latin America is often the most trusted source of news.  In a BBC survey in 2006, for example, TV Globo was by far the most trusted media brand in Brazil – but perhaps we should interpret this carefully as Fox News was the most trusted in the USA! 
There is, as far as I know, little data available on television coverage of climate change, but I suspect it would show that there is less coverage on television than in the printed press.  My own research of how two of the key IPCC reports of 2007 were picked up by television channels around the world showed that Globo in Brazil was actually the only station in six key developing countries I monitored to cover both the impact and the mitigation reports.(slide)  The main evening newscast of Televisa in Mexico – like those of the most watched television channels in Russia and India - was shown to cover neither of the reports.  This was despite the fact that both reports contained significant implications for the long-term development of all three countries.  I am told by my Mexican colleagues that in general Televisa and TV Azteca rarely carry news on climate change. 
As a general point, I share the impression of many others that the Brazilian media, including television, are ahead of the pack in the amount of space and time they allocate to the issue. Some of Brazil’s main newspapers and magazines, including ones specialising on the economy, have their own science or environment correspondents. It is significant to note that Brazil was one of the very few developing countries to have several correspondents at the UN’s Bali conference at the end of last year, including a reporter from TV Globo for the last two to three days.  It is even more significant when you bear in mind that of the 1,500 journalists who registered for the conference, less than ten per cent were from non-industrialised countries other than Indonesia. 
However, at the risk of oversimplifying a complex picture, most Latin American television channels pay little attention to global warming. In the print media, it is still seen essentially as an environmental issue, confined to specialist science pages.  When it is covered, it is all too often framed as an international issue occurring beyond Latin America’s borders, and not something with local impacts.

Part 3 Surveys 
There are many Latin American politicians and journalist colleagues who argue that we should not be surprised or even concerned that media coverage of climate change is lacking in quantity and quality.  They say there are far more pressing problems like narco-violence or ubiquitous poverty; that climate change is not Latin America’s problem; that it was caused by the West and the West should solve it; or that its impacts are a long way in the future; or that the science is still uncertain. 

But two of the most recent and widest surveys of attitudes towards climate change around the world would suggest that firstly, for many citizens in some countries of Latin America, it is in fact a major concern; and secondly, there is better awareness than in many other parts of the developing world. 

According to Nielsen’s survey last year of more than 26,000 internet users in 47 countries, those interviewed in Brazil and Mexico showed a high level of concern, Argentina and Chile less so.(slide)  However, some caution should be expressed as this is a survey of internet users, and as I will argue later, internet coverage of global warming is improving in many parts of Latin America. 
As regards awareness, a poll carried out by the BBC last year of 22,000 people in 21 countries, including Brazil, Mexico and Chile, suggests that it is pretty high, particularly compared to other developing countries. Those who have read or heard something about global warming or climate change compares quite favourably with many industrialised countries included in the survey, (slide) and very favourably with African and most Asian countries. (slide)
All surveys should of course be treated with caution, and in this case, those polled were in urban areas and predominately from Latin American countries where coverage of climate change is significant.  One wonders if the same results would have emerged if Venezuela, Bolivia or Ecuador were included for example, or rural areas where there is much more restricted access to the media. 
But what is interesting is that Brazilians often emerge as one of the most aware and concerned nations in the world.  One can speculate as to the reasons – the Amazon on the doorstep, a political and economic elite taking the issue seriously, a strong green NGO sector, a body of eminent Brazilian climate change scientists - to name but four. But of the many factors that shape awareness trends, the media of course plays a crucial role in affecting and shaping public attitudes. A widely-quoted poll by HSBC last year suggested that climate change was the number one concern in Brazil by a bigger margin than in any other country. If this is true, I doubt that would have been the case without strong coverage in the Brazilian media. 
Part 4 Obstacles

The lack of coverage of climate change on most Latin American television channels is partly a result of structural factors in the industry. The concentration of ownership and the commercial imperative combine too often to produce ‘infotainment’, where news broadcasts are reduced to crime, celebrity and gossip.  In short, news about climate change - like so many important issues - ‘no vende’. 
Recent academic studies have highlighted the essential characteristics of the current state of Latin American television. Of course there are some important exceptions, but it is not a very rosy media landscape.(slide) (Chile’s channel 7 is widely regarded as an exception to the general rule of state channels in Latin America having small audiences). 
I would like to pick out just two studies published this year. Jairo Lugo-Ocando’s book on the media in Latin America contains several chapters where the authors have done their own content analysis of TV newscasts.(slide)  To quote just three examples, Mexican newscasts of mid-2006 were filled with the World Cup, crime, moderate flooding and weather reports. This only changed when Israel launched its war against Hezbollah, which ‘provided market-driven television with the dramatic images it thrives upon’.  The chapter on Paraguay quotes studies showing the TV newscasts’ overwhelming concentration on crime at the cost of covering the democratic process. And in Nicaragua, tabloidisation expresses itself as an ‘almost complete abandonment of the political agenda in favour of news coverage almost exclusively limited to violence and crime, and rich in gory imagery’. 

In that sort of context, is it any wonder that serious treatment of climate change hardly gets a look in? 
A report published in August by the Open Society Justice Initiative in New York and Argentina’s Association for Civil Rights paints a depressing picture of how governments are using state resources as a carrot and stick to buy positive coverage.(slide)  The report shows how in Argentina, Chile, Colombia, Costa Rica, Honduras, Peru and Uruguay lucrative contracts for government publicity are used to churn out political propaganda that is lavished on pliant media and withdrawn to punish critics.  One of the key roles of the fourth estate - holding governments to account, including what they may or may not be doing on climate change – is made more difficult by such cosy relationships. 
But there is another type of obstacles to reporting on climate change.  Andy Revkin of the New York Times, the doyen of environment correspondents, has written persuasively of the barriers to getting climate change stories into his paper – at least in the early days.  First, there is the tyranny of the news peg: news is normally interested in something happening today, not what may happen in the future. Then, there is the tyranny of space – the science surrounding global warming is often complex, when news editors want simplicity.  Try selling a story to an editor by saying your top line is ‘there is a corridor of probability of between 10 and 40 per cent that the Amazon will be severely impacted by climate change over the next few decades’.  Their eyes will certainly glaze over.

Is there enough space in a story, particularly for television, to say what we don’t know as well as what we do know.  There is also the tyranny of balance – at what point should journalists stop quoting sceptics? When is there sufficient scientific consensus on an issue, and when is there not?  If you carry on quoting sceptics on human-induced climate change when over 90 per cent of scientists believe in it, you stand accused – rightly – of the ‘bias of balance’. 
There is also a whole series of additional problems facing journalists from the developing world when covering climate change.  Research by the International Institute for Environment and Development, the IIED, and the Panos Institute, which are both based here in London, has identified some of the key barriers (slide): a lack of training and resources, a reliance on Western news agencies, the fact that much of the scientific material is in English, the lack of local experts or scientists, and the lack of priority given to the topic given by editors and media owners. One particular concern of mine is the absence of good information about the local impact of climate change to help journalists make the story relevant to their audience.  Positive stories of poor people adapting to climate change – and there are plenty of examples out there - are few and far between. 
It is hard to overstate the importance of these barriers to better coverage. As one recent study concluded, the result is that ‘hundreds of millions of people who are highly vulnerable to climate change are left with little information about the threat or efforts to address it.’

The Future
Finally, a word about the future: what I have not discussed is how quickly the media landscape in Latin America is going to change with the advance of the Net, broadband and digital platforms. The exponential growth rate of internet usage has led many to expect a revolution in the way consumers get information and entertainment in the near future.  Many large media companies are radically changing their business model or platform focus to adapt to the future.  For example, the BBC’s Spanish American and Brazilian Services recently took the decision to stop virtually all their radio broadcasts and shift resources into their online services. El País too is investing heavily in improving its Latin American coverage on the net.  
Cisco is one of the companies to have predicted earlier this year that internet traffic will grow worldwide by about 40 per cent between now and 2012 and by about 60 per cent in Latin America – according to Cisco, the fastest in the world. Analysts of the advertising industry are busy working out how quickly advertisers will shift resources from television and print media to the Net. And there is considerable evidence that in many Latin American countries the urban 18 to 34 year old age group is already relegating television viewing to third place after surfing the net and getting information via their cell phones. 

(add slide) A BBC story in September quoted IBOPE figures suggesting that the annual growth in the number of online users in Brazil was 28 per cent between July 2007 and 2008. The same story suggested that Brazilians spend the longest time surfing from home than any other nationality – an average of nearly 25 hours a month compared to between 20 and 21 hours in the USA and Germany.  They are either very sad or very well-informed people!
This is perhaps one of the reasons why the Globo group is investing heavily in the net.  That can be good news for coverage of climate change. One of the most interesting developments has been Globo’s Amazonia portal started in September.(see slide)  Users can check in real time using satellite images to see what is happening to deforestation in different parts of the Amazon – and immediately register their protest.  
There are other positive signs on the web. The Folha de Sao Paulo site now has an index which includes Ambiente.  El Tiempo in Colombia has also recently launched its El Tiempo verde site.(slide)  In Mexico, specialist writers on the Environment at Reforma, El Universal and La Jornada do seem to get articles more frequently into the newspapers and onto their online sites. The Peruvian magazine, Caretas, published an excellent special edition on climate change to coincide with the EU-Latin America Summit in May this year, which anyone can access free of charge.(slide) 

All this is helping, but there are several obvious caveats.  The first is the digital divide.   Poor campesinos on the altiplano in Peru or Bolivia are unlikely any time soon to have access to information about how the climate is going to change their lives.  Yet according to the NGO Christian Aid, the increased incidence of drought has effectively shortened the growing season in many parts of the altiplano from five months to three, resulting in decreased productivity and income to farmers.
Another caveat is that much of the information about global warming on Latin American websites is still tucked away in sections on science or the environment, and not ‘mainstreamed’.  Brazilian colleagues at the BBC tell me that the ‘Stern Review’ was a tipping point in getting economics journalists in Brazil to start writing about climate change. Perhaps another Stern Review is needed to press home the close relationship between climate change, development, security, migration and social equity. 
To give you just one example from last year’s IPCC reports about the link between climate change and food security:  according to the IPCC, by the 2050s 50 per cent of agricultural lands in Latin America are very likely to be subjected to desertification and salinisation in some areas. The number of additional people at risk of hunger is likely to reach 5, 26 and 85 million in 2020, 2050 and 2080 respectively.  Do correct me if I am wrong, but a Google search revealed little coverage of this in the Latin American media. 
And one final caveat: more coverage does not necessarily mean better coverage.  For example, there can be a real danger of linking every individual natural disaster to global warming without speaking to scientists about the probabilities and trends.  Heavy rainfalls causing widespread landslides and destruction is one example of this.  Putting the blame for the rains on global warming – and usually by implication the industrialized West – can be a convenient cover for the lack of proper environmental management at the local level. 
To summarise then, climate change is happening, it’s happening faster than expected, and it will have a huge impact on Latin America. Of course there are all sorts of scientific uncertainties, but uncertainty should not be an excuse for lack of coverage in the media. In the same way that climate adaptation policies have to be incorporated into governments’ development strategies, global warming as an issue has to be mainstreamed into the media.  The role of journalists is to provide accurate information into the public domain, to reflect where there is scientific consensus and where there is not, and to foment an informed, engaging and balanced debate to aid the process of finding solutions.  Never has there been such a need amongst serious journalists to make the significant interesting. 
But I would like to end in a populist mode – offering something for all football fans here tonight. (slide) This is what Bill Shankly, the former Liverpool manager, famously said about the importance of football. Well, perhaps we should change the wording. 

Thank you very much. 
* James Painter is currently Latin America analyst at the BBC World Service and a visiting fellow at the Reuters Institute for the Study of Journalism at Oxford University. He was speaking in a personal capacity, and the opinions expressed here in no way reflect the views of the BBC. 
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